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Ralph Ellison is one of the most important novelists after World War II. His 
famous novel Invisible Man has a firm position in the American literary canon of the 
twentieth century. It is widely perceived that deeply rooted in African American 
culture and experience, Invisible Man is not just representative of African America 
and of America, but also a highly pertinent commentary on the human condition in the 
twentieth century and beyond. The protagonist of the novel—the invisible man is 
baffled by the problem of his identity that haunts the modern man. The novel relates a 
story in which a black young man struggles in the society until he discovers his 
invisibility since people around refuse to see him. Finally he retreats underground and 
lives a life of isolation. The novel has attracted mach attention from scholars and 
critics since its publication because of its artistic techniques and its themes.  
 
The search for identity is Ellison’s major theme. This thesis adopts ideological 
theories to analyze the identity theme of Invisible Man, and points out that the 
protagonist is “contained” by ideologies that he internalizes and thus can not see his 
real relation with others and consequently lead to his failure in searching for an 
identity. 
 
This thesis consists of five parts. Chapter One presents a brief introduction to 
Ellison’s life and literary career, and gives a summary of Invisible Man. Also this 
chapter gives a survey of previous comments and criticisms on this novel. The main 
argument of the thesis, that the protagonist’s failure to obtain a real identity is due to 
ideologies internalized in him, us given at the end of this chapter. 
 
Chapter Two introduces ideological theories used in this thesis. Karl Marx, 















theories. This chapter introduces to their theories, especially Althusser and Jameson’s 
understanding of ideology and its effects on individuals. 
 
Chapter Three analyzes two ideological discourses that the protagonist 
internalizes, and points out how the protagonist views his relation with white society 
while contained in these two ideological discourses.  
 
Chapter Four analyzes the failure of the protagonist’s search. Because the 
protagonist is contained in ideological discourses that intending to keep him in an 
inferior position, he accepts several identities that imposed on him. Although three 
persons repeatedly warn him and give him advice on how obtain a true identity, the 
protagonist still can not see who he really is. 
 
The last part is conclusion, in which the relation between ideological 
containment and the protagonist’s failure to get an identity is summed up. It points out 
that Ellison’s Invisible Man is a great ideological novel. 
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Chapter One  Ralph Ellison and Invisible Man 
 
1. Ralph Ellison the writer 
 
Ralph Waldo Ellison was born on March 1, 1914, in Oklahoma City, Oklahoma, 
to Lewis Alfred Ellison, a construction foreman who died when Ellison was only three 
years old, and Ida Milsap, a church stewardess. Ellison’s father named him Ralph 
Waldo Ellison, in the hope that he would make fame in the literary stage just like the 
famous nineteen-century American poet and philosopher Ralph Waldo Emerson. 
Ellison’s mother used to bring him books she borrowed from the houses she cleaned. 
At an early age, Ellison began to read voraciously. In the black neighborhood where 
he grew up Ellison was surrounded by music and was deeply affected. Music became 
a vital part for Ellison and helped to shape his life greatly. In high school, Ellison 
wanted to become a “Renaissance man”, and strived to get excellence in every aspect 
of life. He studied and practiced music and he read a great deal while working hard to 
excel in class.  
 
Upon graduation in 1933, Ellison won a state scholarship and attended the 
Tuskegee Institute founded by Booker T. Washington, where he was music major and 
his instrument was trumpet. His musical life was wide enough to embrace both 
“serious music” and jazz, which was originated from African American folk culture 
and reached its heyday when Ellison was a young man. Although he was a serious 
student of music, his literary inclination eventually dominated his musical one.  
 
In Tuskegee, Ellison worked in the library and discovered many books not 
introduced to him in the classroom. Beginning with T. S. Eliot’s The Waste Land, 
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education and actually, it was the beginning of [his] transformation from a would-be 
composer into some sort of a novelist” (Busby 8-9). Reading led him to modernists 
such as Ezra pound, Gertrude Stein, Ford Madox Ford, James Joyce, F. Scott 
Fitzgerald, T. S. Eliot and Ernest Hemingway, and from there he was drawn to 
nineteenth-century American writers, such as Mark Twain and Herman Melville. 
 
In 1936 due to “some confusion over his scholarship” (Graham and Mack, “A 
Brief Biography” 24), Ellison left Tuskegee and went north to Harlem, New York City, 
at that time the cultural and literary center of African Americans. There he met 
Richard Wright, a famous African American writer and “one of [Ellison’s] major 
influence” (Graham and Mack, “A Brief Biography” 26), who encouraged him to be a 
writer. Ellison began to write a series of book reviews as well as political and social 
essays. By 1930 his first short story was published, entitled “Slick Gonna Learn.”  
 
The years between 1939 and 1944 are considered as Ellison’s fiction-writing 
“apprentice period” (Busby 22). In this period Ellison published eight short 
stories-“Slick Gonna Learn”, “The Birthmark”, “Afternoon”, “Mister Toussan”,  
“That I Had the Wings”, “In a Strange Country”, “Flying Home” and “King of Bingo 
Game” (Wang, 175). Among them, the last three are considered “The Big Three” 
(Schor 37). These three stories were all published in 1944 and they “reflect Ellison’s 
improved writing abilities” (Graham and Mack, “A Brief Biography” 32). Ellison 
began making a name for himself as a writer. In these stories, Ellison began to focus 
themes of racial identity and alienation and experiment with various techniques. All 
the early writings paved the way for the novel--Invisible Man, Ellison’s major 
achievement. 
 
Invisible Man was published in 1952, and established Ellison’s position as a 
major African American writer. Ellison began writing Invisible Man in 1945 and 
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“Biography of Ralph Ellison” 37). Most reviewers realized that it was a significant 
book, noting that it went far beyond what any black author had done before him. In 
1953 the novel became a bestseller and won the National Book Award. The first novel 
brought Ellison great fame and he intended to write another novel, but it never came 
to be published before his death. After Invisible Man Ellison published another eleven 
short stories, among which eight were pieces of “Hickman” stories from the second 
novel he was planning to write. Ellison also did manage to publish two other books: 
Shadow and Act (1964), a collection of essays, reviews, and interviews which 
explores the relationship between the Negro-American subculture and the North 
American culture, and Profiles: Going to the territory (1986), which Ellison used as a 
platform to lend insights into his background and into jazz as well as jazz musicians.  
 
Ellison died in April, 1994, leaving behind some 2,000 pages of manuscript, 
which was to become his second novel. John F. Callahan, his close friend and literary 
executor, edited the manuscript and published the work, entitled Juneteenth in 1999. 
Callahan also edited and published two other books of Ellison’s writing, The 
Collected Essays of Ralph Ellison (1995), Flying home and Other Stories (1996), a 
collection of Ralph Ellison's stories. In 2000, Albert Murry, a classmate of Ralph 
Ellison at Tuskegee and long-time friend, together with Callahan edited Ellison’s 
correspondence with Albert Murry since 1950s into a book, entitled Trading Twelves: 
The Selected Letters of Ralph Ellison and Albert Murry. 
 
Among all Ellison’s writing, Invisible Man is the most known and on it rests 
Ellison’s fame. Allegedly a memoir of a nameless young African American the novel 
records the experience and reminiscence of the protagonist in the South and North of 
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2. Invisible Man: the novel 
 
Ralph Ellison's Invisible Man is the story of a college-educated, young black 
man whose name the reader never learns, struggling to survive and succeed in a 
racially divided society that refuses to see him as a human being. Told in the form of a 
first-person narrative, Invisible Man traces the nameless narrator’s physical and 
psychological journey from blind ignorance to enlightened awareness—or, according 
to the author, “from Purpose to Passion to Perception” (“The Art of Fiction: An 
Interview” 40)—through a series of flashbacks in the forms of dreams and memories. 
 
In the Prologue, the narrator—speaking from his underground hideout in the 
basement (coal cellar)—reminisces about his life as an invisible man. He is a young 
man from the South who is haunted by his grandfather's deathbed warning against 
conforming to the wishes of white people because the young man sees that as the way 
to be successful.  
 
The narrator's first real glimpse at the cruel manipulation of white people comes 
when he is invited to the local men's club to repeat the speech he prepared for his high 
school graduation. He gives the speech and is rewarded with a briefcase and a 
scholarship to a black college, but only after he endures the humiliation of performing 
for the white men there. He and several black boys are forced to box each other and 
then scramble around a rug pulsing with electric current to grab coins while the white 
men laugh at their pain.  
 
The narrator goes off to college and determines to model himself after Dr. 
Bledsoe, the college's dean and a successful black man who is well respected in his 
community and his field. Focusing on the events of one fateful day, the narrator then 
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trustee, around the campus, the narrator follows Mr. Norton’s orders and takes him to 
visit two sites in the nearby black neighborhood—the cabin of Jim Trueblood, a local 
sharecropper, and the Golden Day, a disreputable bar/half-way house for 
shell-shocked World War I veterans. The narrator, however, is expelled from his 
beloved college for taking Mr. Norton to these places and sent to New York, armed 
with seven letters from his dean (Dr. Bledsoe). The letters, he believed, are letters of 
recommendation, but are in reality letters confirming his expulsion. 
 
Arriving in New York City, the narrator is amazed by what he perceives to be 
unlimited freedom for blacks. Once he finds out about the letters, he is so broke that 
he takes a job in a paint factory where he has an accident. He wakes up in the factory 
hospital where they are doing painful experiments on him that leave him disoriented.  
 
After that incident, he moves into a room in a kindly woman's apartment and 
stays there without a job until he gets caught up with the Brotherhood, an organization 
much like the Communist Party. They give him a position as a speaker in Harlem and 
he works with them until he becomes so disillusioned by their politics and betrayal 
that he unwittingly bumps into a riot in Harlem and falls into a manhole. He builds 
himself a room in the cellar of an all-white building and hibernates there 
contemplating his relationship to reality and the invisibility he feels caused by his race. 
He lives in that hole until he runs into Mr. Norton one day in the subway and realizes 
that he will no longer conform to white expectations of him. Instead, he will reclaim 
his humanity by being who he is and no longer struggling to change that. 
 
3. Critical Reception of Invisible Man 
 
Although Ellison has produced many works, it is his first novel Invisible Man 
that established his reputation. The novel enjoys high stature as a classic in American 
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Ralph Ellison 37), and it was immediately recognized as an epic of modern African 
American literature. A variety of spirited and sensitive responses were given to the 
first novel from a broad spectrum of important figures. “The novel was reviewed 
everywhere that mattered by some of America’s most formidable literary lions” 
(Callahan, “Ellison’s Invisible Man” 293). Saul Bellow called it a “book of the very 
first order, a superb book … the tone of the very strongest sort of creative 
intelligence” (Busby, 16). Other favorable comments were given by Richard Chase in 
Kenyon Review (Autumn 1962), Irving Howe in Nation (10 May 1952), R. W. B. 
Lewis in Hudson Review (Spring 1953), Alain Locke in Phylon (March 1953), 
Delmore Schwartz in Partisan Review (May-June 1952), and Anthony West in the 
New Yorker (31 May 1952), among others. These early responses all praise the novel 
for its depiction of the complexity of African American life and the subtlety of the 
technique used in the novel, and hailed Ellison as a writer of genuine importance who 
made substantial contributions to American and African American literary traditions 
in the sense that it enriched the American literary canon and made another height of 
African American literature. Invisible Man won the coveted 1953 National Book 
Award for Fiction. In 1955, Ellison was awarded Prix de Rome Fellowship from the 
American Academy of Arts and letters. In 1968, he was made a Chevalier de l’Order 
des Artes et Lettres, one of the highest compliments that France can pay to a writer of 
foreign birth. In 1969, President Lyndon B. Johnson awarded Ralph Ellison the Medal 
of Freedom, America’s highest civilian honor.  
 
On the other hand, Invisible Man was criticized by some reviewers. Some 
African- American critics, like novelist Lloyd Brown, regarded this novel as 
presenting an inadequate or distorted vision of blacks and their life in America. 
Comparing him with Richard Wright and Chester Himes, Brown characterizes Ellison 
as a sort of “Judas”, who has betrayed his people by writing a novel that is 
“profoundly anti-Negro” and criticizes Ellison for “being cut off from the mainstream 
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portrayal of Negro life, which overemphasizes its “defeats and frustrations” (qtd. in 
Butler xxii). Some Marxist critics attacked Invisible Man for its political vision and its 
unfair and negative portrait of the Brotherhood (the Communist party). Abner Berry 
makes this kind of complaint, charging Ellison with not only presenting a crudely 
stereotyped view of Negro masses but also unfairly vilifying the Communist Party 
which the Brotherhood is modeled on. John O. Killen says that “the Negro people 
need Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man like we need a hole in the head or a stab in the 
back” (qtd. in Butler xxii). As America experienced the disorders caused by the severe 
political assassinations, the terrible Vietnam War and the cultural revolution, Ellison 
was criticized by the readers of younger generations for his seeking simple solutions 
to complicated problems, for not providing a course of action to solve the personal, 
cultural and social problems.  
 
For more than fifty years, critics, novelists have engaged in severe debate over 
the impact of Ellison’s novel on American understanding of race. Nevertheless, the 
extraordinary achievements of Ellison and his Invisible Man overwhelm negative 
comments on him. Irving Howe’s “A Negro in America” provided a very 
comprehensive comment on Ellison and his novel: “For Ellison has an abundance of 
that primary talent without which neither craft nor intelligence can save a novelist; he 
is richly, wildly inventive; his scenes rise and dip with tension; his people bleed, his 
language stings. No other writer has captured so much of the confusion and agony, the 
hidden gloom and the surface gaiety of Negro life” (“A Negro in America” 22). 
 
The critical attention to Invisible Man has never been decreased after its 
appearance. More than fifty years since its publication, studies on Invisible Man have 
continued to grow. Many books, journal articles and chapters in books were written to 
explore Ellison’s craft of novel writing and his vision of handling racial relations. 
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Ellison once said that “If [Invisible Man] does last, it will be simply because 
there are things going on in its depth that are of more permanent interest than on its 
surface” (“The Art of Fiction” 41). The theme of the novel, self-quest or search for 
identity of a black young man in racist America is one of the things that are “going on 
its depth”.  
 
Self-quest became one of the most important trends and literary themes for 
American fiction in 1950s, including African American novels. The meaning of 
existence and the problem of black identity have attracted popular attention among 
critics of Invisible Man. Just as Ellison pointed out: 
 
Not quite citizens and yet Americans, full of the tensions of modern man but 
regarded as primitives, Negro Americans are in desperate search for an 
identity. Rejecting the second-class status assigned them, they feel alienated 
and their whole lives have become a search for answers to the questions: who 
am I, what am I, why am I, and where? (Bone 297) 
 
Marcus Klein’s survey finds that after 1943, Ellison seemed to have become less 
interested in racial injustice and almost exclusively concerned with the more complex 
question of African American identity and its relation to the larger culture. (Schor, 5) 
 
In his various essays, interviews, and public statements, Ellison assumes a 
confident and optimistic attitude and urges the writer 
 
To explore the full range of American Negro humanity and to affirm those 
qualities which are of value beyond any question of segregation, economics or 
previous condition of servitude. The obligation was always there and there is 
much to affirm. In fact, all Negroes affirm certain feelings of identity, certain 
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attitudes towards experience and toward our situation as Americans… Our 
strength is that with the total society saying to us, ‘No, No, No, No.’ we 
continue to move toward our goal. (Emmanuel and Theodore 253)  
 
Although Invisible Man is a book written by a black writer and it is about the 
experience of a black youth, it is not limited by race and surely can not be reduced to 
another protest novel, like Native Son, in which racial injustice and hatred takes the 
central place and violence is called upon. Ihab Hassan in Contemporary American 
Literature acclaimed “Invisible Man is a profound and brilliant work, which engages 
issues of history, soul, and art still alive in our midst…Ellison’s novel is more than an 
example of Black fiction; it stands as an early landmark in all of postwar literature” 
(qtd. in Manitou 253). Saul Bellow, R.W.B. Lewis, William Barrett held a similar 
viewpoint that Ellison’s Invisible Man was a great work, which transcended the limits 
of race, and it was not a “protest novel” but a book which had explored broadly 
American and modernist themes: constant American problem of individual crisis and 
how to define oneself in a new, evolving and fluid society.  
 
Donald B. Gibson includes a more direct commentary on the political lessons of 
Invisible Man in The Politics of Literary Expression: A Study of Major Black Writers. 
Gibson sees Ellison’s novel as a “social document” (Gibson, 93), despite the 
narrative’s focus on the protagonist’s progress in individual enlightenment as opposed 
to his political or social engagement. However, he argues that Invisible Man 
emphasizes “the responsibility of the victim for his victimization” (Gibson, 63). 
Invisible Man certainly depicts someone who, in Ellison’s words, refused “to run the 
risk of [the protagonist’s] own humanity” (“The Art of Fiction”, 221). This is the 
protagonist’s share of the responsibility for his predicament. Ellison points out the 
protagonist’s problem: “The major flaw in the hero’s character is his unquestioning 
willingness to do what is required of him by others as a way to success, and this was 
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